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If you’ll forgive me, I’ll begin with a disclaimer in the form of self-promotion. Last winter I published 

a book about criticism—it will be out in Italy next year—and the longest chapter in it is called “How 

to be Wrong.” Because I believe that error is not only one of the inherent risks of criticism, but also 

one of its most important functions. Being wrong is the one job we can reliably be counted on to do. 

Just ask our readers. 

 

So the way that I want to be wrong today about the Critical Condition is to insist that criticism is not 

in a state of crisis. Or, more precisely, to suggest the crisis is the natural and permanent state of 

criticism, a sign not of decline but of health.  

 

Let me take a step back and widen (or perhaps narrow) the perspective, since film critics today find 

themselves in the midst of two linked emergencies, both caused by the rapid evolution of digital 

technology. On one side, the glorious art of cinema as we have known and loved it for more than 100 

years seems threatened as never before. The creative supremacy and cultural relevance of film has 

been challenged by television, which seems at last to be unlocking its latent potential and becoming 

not just a medium of communication but an art form in its own right. And film in the meantime is 

undergoing and internal identity crisis. Strictly speaking, less and less of what we see on screen is 

film at all, in the technical, photochemical sense of the word. And while many filmmaker see the rise 

of digital and an opportunity for reinvention, others—and a great many film critics—see it primarily 

as a loss. The character and beauty of the old ways—the grain of the emulsion, the grammar of 

shooting and cutting, the mysterious magic of mise en scene—are fading away, or withdrawing to the 

margins in the age of soulless digital spectacle. 

 

On the critical side, the story is even grimmer. The institutions in which criticism has traditionally 

flourished—which is to say, above all, the various manifestations of print culture—are in danger of 

imminent collapse, if indeed they have not collapsed already. One of our presidential candidates in 

the US likes to refer to my newspaper, on Twitter, as “the failing New York Times.” Which isn’t 

true—at least I hope not—but 20 or 30 years ago it wouldn’t have been something even a crazy person 

could say. In the US over the past 15 years or so, tens of thousands of journalists have lost their jobs, 

among them scores of critics. Coverage of the arts in daily newspapers has dwindled, and a great 

many magazines and journals have ceased publication altogether. 

 

But the real panic about the state of criticism isn’t that there is not enough of it, but rather that there 

is too much of the wrong kind. Every phase in the development of the Internet has unleashed a flood 

of unauthorized, unaccountable voices who threaten the integrity and prestige of the enterprise. The 

swarms of bloggers that menaced the citadels of old media in the early 2000s, the blizzard of “user-

generated” amateur reviewing that followed on sites like Amazon and Yelp, the aggregation sites like 

Rotten Tomatoes which boil down the hard work of evaluation to a simple number. And the 

ascendancy of social media, which reduces the complex mechanisms of judgment to the pushing of 

the “Like” button.  

 



 
This is all very new. But at the same time, it’s not new at all. The funeral of cinema has going on for 

a very long time, almost as long as cinema has existed. Before digital in its various incarnations 

murdered them, movies were killed by home video, by television, by capitalism, by socialism, by the 

breakup of the Hollywood studios, by the consolidation of the Hollywood studios, and by the 

introduction of sound. One of the most powerful obituaries for film was published in 1935 by the 

German aesthetician Rudolf Arnheim, who argued that sound had destroyed film’s identity as an art 

form, and that therefore serious film criticism was no longer possible. It would be replaced by 

sociological and economic analysis of the movie industry. Which may have turned out to be true, but 

that’s another story. 

 

The story of criticism, meanwhile, has been one of permanent dysfunction at least since Plato. The 

ida that the world is inundated with the BAD kind of criticism, and that the good kind—the serious, 

rigorous, tasteful, correctly argued kind—is in danger is at least as old as print itself. You can find 

complaints in the writings of Samuel Taylor Coleridge, Matthew Arnold, Henry James and T.S. Eliot 

(to restrict the list to well-known Anglophone writers) that almost exactly mirror—that predict—

expessions of alarm about the Internet today. 

 

The new technologies—newspapers and pamphlets in the 18th century, general-circulation magazines 

in the 19th, radio and television in the 20th—were always seen as a threat to the intellectual and cultural 

authority of criticism, because they raised the specter that anyone could do it, that any fool could 

publish his unsupported, wrong-headed opinions and call himself a critic. 

 

Which has worked out nicely for me.  

 

Beneath this double crisis lie two distinctly, perhaps definitively modern anxieties. The first is the 

fear that cherished cultural forms are in danger of perishing, or may indeed have already perished 

before our eyes, slain by newer, less exalted forms. Thus the novel was, in the 19th century, the 

assassin of older, nobler forms of literature, in particular poetry. In turn, movies would kill off the 

novel. Photography would bring about the death of painting. Instagram would mean the end of 

photography. And so on.  

 

This is really a fear of change, a feeling that to live in the world is to endure endless loss. Traditions 

are lost. Values decay. Standards decline. And one of the things that is always being lost is the 

supposed authority of critics. Announcements of the End of Criticism always involve nostalgia for a 

previous age when critics in general mattered much more, and when individual critics wielded great 

power. Now, it’s imagined—“now” meaning at any moment in the past 250 years or so—their mighty 

voices have been replaced by a clamor of opinion. Everybody is shouting but no one is listening. 

 

I am sympathetic to these anxieties. But I also believe that they are mistaken, or let’s say incorrectly 

diagnosed. They express a deeper modern unease, the sense of being overwhelmed but also somehow 

empty and dissatisfied. Forty year ago, in her great book On Photography, Susan Sontag linked this 

malaise to the proliferation of photographic images, which were flooding our consciousness and 

dissolving our ability to appreciate art and even to experience reality. Her call for an “ecology of 

images” in response to this glut now sounds both quaint and prophetic. At the time, the newest 

photographic innovation was the Polaroid instant camera. In the age of Snapchat the world she evoked 

looks almost prehistoric, or at least medieval.  

 



 
Later, near the end of her life, Sontag admitted that “there is not going to be an ecology of images.” 

We are stuck with an ever-swelling flood of pictures, spectacles, screens, sensations and stories. And, 

needless to see, of opinions about all of those things. 

 

But the idea of ecology—the word we might use now is “sustainability”—still has its appeal. We find 

ourselves paralyzed by choices—there are so many movies and tv shows competing for our attention, 

and so many contending responses to them—an unsure about what or how to think. Our job—as 

critics, which is to say as people engaged, professionally or otherwise, in the work of finding value 

and meaning in the products of our common human imagination—is to find the space and time in 

which to think, and to refine the tools of thought. That has always been the critical condition, and it 

has always seemed unsustainable, partly because it’s so easy to do it wrong. But our fallibility is what 

saves us, what keeps us going. The position of the critic is not, and has never been, one of authority. 

We are not priests, judges or legislators. What we provide is not certainty but questioning, not 

instruction but companionship.  
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